The report of an imprinted locus on the X chromosome influencing social behaviour was taken up with fervour by the media and reported in a way which neglected the reality of multifactorial complexity and the interplay between genetic and environmental contributors to gender differences. We summarize the background scientific details of the study and discuss the media reporting of those findings.
Genomic imprinting is the phenomenon whereby an
Neuropsychological assessment of higher order cognitive skills, such as behavioural inhibition, which individual's genes are differentially expressed according to which parent they are inherited from. Its mechinfluence social interactions also revealed significant differences with the X p girls performing better than the anism is not fully understood but probably involves genes being 'switched off' by methylation of DNA. In X m girls, and normal girls performing better than normal boys. psychiatry the best known example is that of Angelman syndrome and Prader-Willi syndrome (PWS). In this Eight Turner syndrome females with large deletions of the short arm of the paternally derived X chromocase a deletion at chromosome 15q12 causes PWS when it is of paternal origin and Angelman syndrome some were also studied. Such partially deleted chromosomes would be expected to be preferentially inactiwhen it is of maternal origin. 1 Although imprinting has been recognised for some time, the first example of an vated. However, these patients had social cognition scores very similar to the X p subjects, suggesting that imprinted locus on the human X chromosome was presented in a recent article in Nature 1 which attracted the imprinted locus escapes X-inactivation, and lies on the long arm of the X chromosome or very close to the widespread publicity. The authors studied a sample of 80 girls aged 6-25 yrs with Turner's syndrome, which centromere on the short arm. These results point to a locus on the X chromosome involves the complete or partial absence of one X chromosome. Of the 80 subjects, 45 had an X chromosome which is imprinted and exerts an influence on social cognition. The data from normal controls suggest that of paternal origin (X p ) and 55 had an X chromosome of maternal origin (X m ). Initial screening revealed that this locus may also exert an effect on social and cognitive abilities within the normal range. In addition, it clincially significant social difficulties and special educational needs were present in more of the X m than in might offer some explanation of why boys are more vulnerable than girls to developmental disorders such the X p girls. A social cognition questionnaire was then developed as autism which affect speech and social behaviour. When this article was published, together with a to explore these differences further. It was completed by parents of the Turner syndrome girls, and of agecommentary by the present authors, it provoked an extraordinary amount of media attention, reaching TV matched normal male and female controls. This revealed that the X p girls had significantly better social news headlines and the front page of several British newspapers. It was hailed as the 'gene for feminine cognition skills than the X m girls. Additionally, normal girls had better social cognition skills than normal intuition' 3 and the explanation of why 'boys will be boys and girls will be sensitive'. 4 The undeniable role boys. This is compatible with the hypothesis that an imprinted locus influencing social cognitive skills of the environment in establishing complex behavioural phenotypes such as social behaviour was underexists on the X chromosome and is expressed only from the X chromosome of paternal origin. Because played almost to the point of omission. The impression given was that an entirely deterministic genetic explaboys inherit their X chromosome from their mother, this locus would always be silenced. In contrast girls, nation was being put forward by scientists. Although the concept of multifactorial inheritance combining who inherit an X chromosome from their father, would express the imprinted locus.
both genetic and environmental contributors to most complex behaviours is a familiar one to workers in this field,
